27TH INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON INFORMATION SYSTEMS DEVELOPMENT (ISD2018 LUND, SWEDEN)

Cargo Cults in Information Systems Development: a Definition and
an Analytical Framework
Tanja Elina Mäki-Runsas

tanja.maki-runsas@oru.se

CERIS, Department of Informatics, Örebro University
Örebro, Sweden

Kai Wistrand

kai.wistrand@oru.se

CERIS, Department of Informatics, Örebro University
Örebro, Sweden

Fredrik Karlsson

fredrik.karlsson@oru.se

CERIS, Department of Informatics, Örebro University
Örebro, Sweden

Abstract
Organizations today adopt agile information systems development methods (ISDM), but many
do not succeed with the adoption process and in achieving desired results. Systems developers
sometimes fail in efficient use of ISDM, often due to a lack of understanding the fundamental
intentions of the chosen method. In many cases organizations simply imitate the behavior of
others without really understanding why. This conceptual paper defines this phenomenon as
an ISDM cargo cult behavior and proposes an analytical framework to identify such situations.
The concept of cargo cults originally comes from the field of social anthropology and has
been used to explain irrational, ritualistic imitation of certain behavior. By defining and
introducing the concept in the field of information systems development we provide a
diagnostic tool to better understand one of the reasons why ISDM adoption sometimes fail.
Keywords: Agile development, Cargo cult, Method Rationale, Self-Determination theory,
Social-action theory, Information systems development, Information systems development
methods, Software development, Software development methods

1.

Introduction

Inefficient information systems development (ISD) is a prevailing challenge in many
organizations. For example, over the years the Standish Group CHAOS reports [50-52] have
showed that ISD projects have had difficulties in meeting their targets. In response to this
challenge organizations adopt various kinds of information systems development methods
(ISDM). The adoption and use of ISDMs is not a new phenomenon, since ISDMs first
appeared during the 1960s as a response to what was once coined the “software crisis” [9].
Early approaches tried to handle problems identified in ISD without any plans, often by
developers who did not know the business context the suggested systems were planned to
support [4]. Today, a vast number of different ISDMs has been proposed. Jayaratna estimated
already in 1994 that approximately 1,000 named ISDMs existed [34]. This number has most
likely increased even more today. A problem related to many of these ISDMs is that they
became more and more administratively heavy, and more difficult to follow and understand
[32].
As a backlash against this development, agile ISDMs were proposed which aimed at
flexibility and faster delivery [5, 7, 12, 14]. These ideas were unified in 2001 when a group of
experienced practitioners and researchers formulated what became known as the Agile
Manifesto (www.agilemanifesto.org). The manifesto stated that four main values are
important in order to succeed with agile ISD; (1) individuals and interactions over processes
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and tools, (2) working software over comprehensive documentation, (3) customer
collaboration over contract negotiation, and (4) responding to change over following a plan.
These main values resulted in twelve principles that systems developers should adhere to
while working. The point of this manifesto was to increase ISD efficiency. All agile ISDMs
should implement these fundamental ideas, which for example means involving customers
early and continuously, and responding to change through continuous software deliveries.
Another fundamental point is to always welcome changing requirements and having an open
working environment where business people and developers work together with an effective
and short timescale, having a constant pace. The individuals involved should be kept
motivated throughout the whole process in order to promote team spirit [6].
Nowadays many ISD organizations have adopted various kinds of agile ISDMs [17, 24]
and thus making them common. An inherent characteristic of agile ISDMs – being
lightweight methods – is their apparent lack of clear guidelines and direct instructions of how
to conduct ISD. An obvious benefit of agile ISDMs is that they are presented as easier to
follow, more flexible and easier to adopt than more traditional ISDMs [24]. Thus, many ISD
organizations, which have adopted some kind of named ISDM, claim to be agile. However, it
is unclear to which degree they are actually being agile, i.e. following the underlying values
and principles of the agile manifesto. That said, some ISD organizations that claim to be using
agile ISDMs are very successful, such as Spotify and King. At the same time, an extensive
number of ISD organizations seem to fail in their efforts to adopt an agile ISDM [2, 40]. Both
results are natural, considering that systems developers use their situational and local
character of knowledge when adopting an ISDM, resulting in differences in method-in-action
[22]. Although our discussion above uses the more recent developments on ISDMs and agile
ISDMs in particular as an example, this challenge applies to the adoption of more traditional
types of ISDMs as well. All ISDMs are normative artifacts, which means they are based on
values that have guided the method design. Thus, irrespective of the chosen method there is a
need to be compliant with its values in order to be true to the method. Despite that this is
known and that ISDMs have been on the research agenda for several decades, scholars have
mostly focused on to what extent ISDMs are claimed to be used [cf. 42] and local adaption of
methods [e.g. 3, 22, 37]. Less attention has been given to flawed or failed adoption and the
reason behind these situations.
In order for practitioners and researchers to identify challenges related to ISDM adoption
there is a need for useful analytical frameworks that direct attention. One way of pinpointing
challenges in adopting ISDMs is to explore to what extent unsuccessful attempts are examples
of “cargo cult” behavior. The concept of cargo cults originally comes from the field of social
anthropology and is used to explain irrational imitation of rituals [20, 56]. This concept has
been used among consultants as a metaphor when describing how an ISD organization fails to
adopt an agile ISDM because they act upon and follow method descriptions, or imitate others,
without understanding the underlying values and reasons behind the method. This results in
misconceptions and ritualistic behavior, which does not contribute to reaching the actual ISD
goals. Examples of how cargo cult has been used as a metaphor in the industry can be found
in blogs by James Shore, Maxx Daymon, Jose Luis Soria and others [15, 48, 49]. Originally,
the concept was used to describe ritualistic, uncontested imitation by different cultures in the
Melanesian islands. These futile attempts to replicate the western visitors’ behavior were
carried out with the purpose to be rewarded with gifts from the gods. These gifts, or “cargo”,
were regarded by these cults as something magical, which would appear when they performed
certain rituals [56].
Against this backdrop, the aim of this conceptual paper is twofold: a) to define the
concept of information systems development method cargo cult, and b) to suggest an
analytical framework that could be used to identify information systems development method
cargo cult situations in an ISD organization. To this end we employ the original definition of
cargo cult by Worsley [56], Weber’s [54] typology of social action as interpreted by Kalberg
[36], and Self-Determination Theory [45]. The typology of social actions is used to
distinguish between rational, irrational and non-rational social actions with regards to the
goals and values of the chosen ISDM. Self-Determination Theory is used to describe the
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motivation behind social actions. Subsequently, this paper provides information system (IS)
researchers with an alternative theoretical perspective and an analytical framework to identify
flawed adoption of ISDMs. It provides managers and systems developers in ISD
organizations with a diagnostic tool making it possible to identify cargo cult situations in
organizations, which opens opportunities for future process improvements.
The paper is organized as follows. The next section presents an overview on research
related to cargo cults and to what extent cargo cults have been addressed in IS and ISD. This
is followed by a theoretical section on ISDM, which provides a background to understand the
complexity of this type of artifact and why misconceptions and ritualistic method behavior
can occur. The next section contains our conceptual development, resulting in our definition
of ISDM cargo cult and the suggested analytical framework. Finally, we end this paper with a
short conclusion and discussion of directions for future research.

2.

Research Related to Cargo Cults

As discussed in the Introduction, the concept of cargo cults was identified among the natives
in Melanesia and defined by Worsley [56] from a socio anthropological perspective. Many
examples of cargo cults have been reported, typically describing the phenomenon in different
cultures less technologically advanced in comparison to western society [16, 33, 55, 56].
These studies described the seemingly futile attempts to imitate western visitors in the hope
that the gods will reward them with gifts. An example could be to construct an airfield in the
dirt and an airplane out of palm leaves to lure the gods to the island. The natives of Melanesia
did this because they did not understand why the airplanes came in the first place. Nor did
they understand the purpose of an airfield and how a construction must be coordinated with
other efforts in order to make sure airplanes will actually come.
The purpose of an airplane is to go from A to B. Usually in order to deliver something,
persons or cargo. If you choose to build an airfield, you have to make sure that this airfield is
known to others, typically people interested in directing airplanes from A:s to B:s. You must
also understand the basic requirements for an airfield. This could be aspects concerning length
and material of the runway to accommodate airplanes up to a specific size. You must also
understand regulations regarding air traffic control systems, possibly radar, air routes, fuel,
security, customs, logistics and so on. This requires coordination and communication with
others and most importantly an understanding of how and why the airfield is supposed to
operate with other actors. The natives of Melanesia simply replicated what they observed
without understanding the underlying reasons and requirements for an airfield; they were
exerting a cargo cult behavior. The problem was not really the location of the airfield itself.
Many islands in Melanesia have since then gotten airfields of their own. However, these
airfields have been designed with a different kind of understanding. Just building an airfield
through imitation does not result in airplanes landing. Other things do.
Typically, a cargo cult is understood as a temporal situation, which means that it is
possible to overcome this state. That said, there are examples of cargo cults that persist in
some form over decades. One such cargo cult is the “John Frum” cult of Tanna [26], which
still exists today. Moreover, it is important to acknowledge that cargo cults are not only found
in cultures considered less technologically advanced in comparison with western society. One
example of a cargo cult in a western society can be found in the case of the UFO-sect
Heaven’s Gate. In 1997, 39 members of this sect committed suicide in the hope that their
souls would be picked up by a UFO accompanying the Hale-Bopp comet. They were found at
their compound in San Diego, CA, dead by poisoning and each one covered by a purple cloth.
The inspiration for this came from science fiction and their leader Marshall Applewhite
convinced the members that this was the rational thing to do [25]. The behavior is in line with
what is typical for a cargo cult.
The concept of cargo cult has been sparsely used in the IS field, but when it is used one
can see it is disparately used with many different meanings. McConnell [40] tried, in an
editorial, to introduce the concept by explaining this behavior in ISD organizations. He wrote
about impostors and misuse of processes, however he did not present any research to validate

MÄKI-RUNSAS ET AL.

A DEFINITION OF CARGO CULTS IN INFORMATION SYSTEMS...

his opinions. We can also see the metaphor being used to describe robot research [19] and
interaction design prototypes [29]. Cerf [11] used the concept in information technology
environment development and explained how industrial parks are created through imitation
with the blind belief that they would generate the same success as others. These examples all
describe a certain behavior, which involves imitating others without understanding why.
Imitating behavior implies trying to act like someone else. Uncontested imitation without
regards to, or comprehension of, the underlying reasons could lead to meaningless rituals.
Feynman [20] introduced the concept of cargo cult science as a metaphor for describing
scientific research of low validity and referring to the uncontested imitation of research
methods without regards to whether they were actually appropriate in a given research study.
As methods are common in ISD, one can question if not the same situations might occur in
different ISD organizations, leading to the following of meaningless rituals. Obviously, this
might inhibit an ISD organization in reaching the desired success.
The notion of cargo cults in ISD can also be related to attempts to understand how ISD
organizations deviate from standard ISDM application principles. For example, one way to
describe such deviations in the agile context is to refer to them as ScrumButs. This indicates
that an ISD organization is using Scrum, but still chooses to not implement Scrum in full,
omitting possible important aspects. Such deviations have been described using the term Antipatterns as a way of describing agile malpractices [10, 18, 28]. So far, the research on Antipatterns have not been aimed at finding a theoretical framework that could explain the
problems concerning agile malpractices, but rather to collect instances of malpractices,
suggest remedies, and record them as different types of Anti-patterns.

3.

Information Systems Development Methods

Earlier we concluded that ISDMs have been around for a long time. This means that scholars
have invested a lot of effort into understanding and explaining what an ISDM is. Hence, there
exist a number of definitions [1, 8, 30, 31, 38, 41, 44, 58]. However, Karlsson and Ågerfalk
concluded [38] that although these definitions are slightly different, there seems to be a shared
understanding that an ISDM has three main parts; concepts, activities and notations.
Let us take one of the practices of an agile ISDM, Daily Scrum, as an illustrative
example. It contains a description of what is meant by this practice; it should be carried out as
time-boxed daily meeting, to synchronize the ISD team’s efforts and plan the work for the
next 24-hours [47]. In other words, concepts relevant in a Daily Scrum are; time-boxed, daily
meeting, synchronizing efforts and short-term planning. Concepts in this sense emphasize
what is considered important in the ISDM. Concepts must be operationalized and have certain
activities making sure that the ISD team focuses on the concepts in a fruitful way, typically by
asking questions. If the Daily Scrum is meant for the ISD team to synchronize development
issues, questions need to be asked during the meeting to create a shared understanding for
everyone involved in the project. These questions should help the team members to
understand the current state of the system, the progress of the ISD activities, and current tasks
and challenges. Since this meeting is being carried out every day, shared understanding is
therefore created on a daily basis. Typically, the results of ISDM activities are recorded in
some way, constituting the method’s notation. However, since no shared records are produced
during a Daily Scrum, the notation is an individual choice of the team members - sometimes
being nothing more than mental notes.
Another example could be the Product backlog. A product backlog consists of a list of
things that need to be completed. The list is organized as prioritized and estimated work items
that an ISD team picks in order to know what should be done during the next iteration [47].
Some of the concepts relevant for a Product backlog are; work item, priority, and estimation.
Activities that relate to these concepts are, for example, to divide the work that needs to be
done into specific work items, prioritize these work items, and thereafter to estimate how long
time it will take to develop each work item. The result is documented using a table structure
containing a list of prioritized and estimated requirements for the system. This constitutes the
notation of a Product backlog.
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An ISDM’s content, i.e. the activities, notations, and concepts, are the result of the
method designer’s decisions concerning the method. Therefore, they exist as a result of what
the method designer has regarded as important. For example, Jayaratna et al. [35] have argued
that “if […] the rationale for the action is implicit then by definition the activity set cannot be
considered a methodology”. So, these reasons are an important part of an ISDM and they are
according to Goldkuhl [23] expressed as part of an ISDM’s perspective. Similar ideas are also
found in Brinkkemper [8]. Hence, all of them acknowledged method rationale as an important
part of an ISDM. Rossi et al. [43] have defined method rationale with the meaning of all
choices made when designing the ISDM and the reasons for these choices; Ågerfalk and
Wistrand [58] have made a less inclusive operationalization, with the meaning of explicating
goals and values behind the ISDM. In this paper, we use the latter, less inclusive, notion of
method rationale.
Consequently, it is important that the systems developers are aware of the goals and
values of the adopted ISDM. Otherwise they run the risk of using the ISDM’s activities,
notations, and concepts based on wrong assumptions and/or with wrong interpretations [13]
or “in blind and slavish adherence” [21]; this might result in not reaching the ISDM’s goals
and possibly a cargo cult to occur. If we return to the Daily Scrum example, the goal is to
create a shared understanding of the project status, create short term planning and achieve
better interaction within the ISD team. If the team does not understand this, they might not
understand the basic concepts and how to carry out the activities. They might thus end up
having a meeting where they have focused on the wrong things. The right questions, as
suggested by the activities, have not been asked and the wrong (or no) shared understanding is
the result. The reason for this is that the ISD team has missed the fundamental goals and
values of this type of interaction and, as consequence, they are not adhering to the method’s
rationale. They think they are agile, but in reality, they are just having a coffee break standing
up.
In the example of the product backlog, the goal is to have a living overview of the
requirements of the system, in line with the vision. The ISD team could miss out on the goal
of creating a product backlog if they do not focus on describing the work items in a distinct
way, do not prioritize them, or make wrongful (or no) estimation of the work items. The value
of a product backlog is to generate a higher degree of customer collaboration and to focus on
working software. If the ISD team does not succeed in generating this type of product
backlog, they risk ending up with a non-functional product backlog and they could be
focusing on the wrong work items. In the end it could mean working on items that provide
limited or no value to the customer.

4.

Conceptual Development of ISDM Cargo Cults

As described above, an ISD team might end up in a cargo cult if they perform the wrong
activities or perform activities for the wrong reasons. In the context of agile ISDM, this is
often referred to as “doing agile, instead of being agile” [57]. Activities during ISD can be
understood as social actions being carried out together with others in the ambition to produce
an information system. Cargo cult behavior can thus be related to faulty social actions. One
way to understand the concept of social action is through Kalberg’s [36] analysis of Weber
[54]. This analysis explains the anthropological characteristics that govern the intentions of
human behavior and presents a four-fold typology of social action. The typology can be
summarized as follows:
Traditional action is defined as behavior governed by habits. A social action that has a
traditional foundation does no longer take rational reasons into consideration. The actor, i.e.
in our case a systems developer, simply does things in the same manner as he or she has
always done and does not think about whether it can be done differently. The reason for
carrying a traditional action has faded into the background as this action has over a long time
proven to be successful. As a result this type of action is no longer carried out for any rational
reasons, only because it is usually done.
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Affectual action is based on the actors’ current emotions. This type of social action is
founded purely in feelings and emotive responses to internal and external stimuli. A systems
developer might become inspired and emotionally embrace ideals without really having fully
understood them. Actions taken as a result from this type of stimuli are not due to any rational
reasoning, only emotions.
According to Weber [54], these two types of social action do not represent true
rationality. However, he rather found them to be non-rational rather than irrational. The
difference between irrational and non-rational social actions is that irrational social actions are
founded in some type of reasoning when the actor’s judgment is based on misconceptions of
an ISDM, whilst the non-rational actions are not founded in any type of reasoning.
Value-based actions are founded in a set of values of some sort. This set of values takes
the past, the present and the potential future into consideration. The rationality in a certain
action lies in the ambition to strive towards and fulfill certain intrinsic motives. As a result of
focusing on the intrinsic motives, a systems developer carrying out a value-based action does
not care about the consequences of this action. The most important thing is to adhere to the
intrinsic values.
Means-end actions can be understood as the focusing of a social action towards specific
goals. According to Habermas [27] and Schluchter [46], the means-end rational action
involves rational consideration of alternative practical means to an end, relations of the end to
secondary consequences and the relative importance of different ends. This means that a
systems developer chooses a certain activity to reach a calculated end.
In order to understand what faulty use of an ISDM really is, we define the misuse as
being either irrational or non-rational malpractices. According to the typology presented
above, irrational behavior are situations where a systems developer has failed in his/her
reasoning in relation to the intended value-based or means-end rational actions. Non-rational
actions do not have any foundation in reasoning at all, and thus, can only be found in
traditional and affectual social actions.
4.1.

Cargo Cults in Agile ISD

In the previous section we described faulty ISDM use as malpractices, which can be either
irrational or non-rational. To understand how these malpractices can manifest themselves in
an ISD organization, we must describe how they can be recognized in an empirical setting.
One example of a malpractice in an agile context could be a situation related to the Daily
Scrum practice we discussed earlier. Let us assume that actors in an ISD organization decide
to implement this part of an agile ISDM, with the intention that this would lead to specific
results. If the Daily Scrum meeting does not lead to the expected results in terms of an
enhanced feeling of commitment, empowerment, and transparency, something must be
wrong. A cargo cult explanation to the lack of expected results is uncontested imitation of a
"Daily Scrum" behavior without understanding the method rationale, e.g. the goals and values
that motivate this practice and its activities in the first place. This irrationality is the result of
deficient reasoning and can lead to uncontested imitation and replication of other successful
ISD organizations’ use of this particular part of the ISDM. It can also lead to actual
malpractice where the ISD organization does not understand why and how they should
perform the task suggested by the ISDM.
Two types of irrational behavior can be identified; first, as described in the example
above, we have ISD organizations that fail to properly understand the means-end rationality
according to Kalberg [36]. For example, they do not understand that only reporting the status
of their assigned task during a “Daily Scrum” will not lead to ISD team members’ feeling
empowered. In order for the team members to feel empowered a Daily Scrum needs to
provide them with the possibility to make decisions. A second type of irrational behavior is
the result from ignoring the actual activities and concepts that constitute the chosen agile
ISDM. It could be a situation where an ISD organization embraces the values behind an agile
ISDM, but lack the understanding of how to transform these values into the desired outcomes.
They like the ideas, but do not have the know-how to apply them. An example of this could
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be to start planning an agile adoption without really understanding what you need to change.
An ISD organization might decide to re-organize staff, change nomenclature, hire agile
coaches and send people into training even though this might not be what is actually needed
to improve how they conduct ISD. They fool themselves that they have a sound strategy but
do not comprehend the strategic requirements.
Turning to non-rational behavior, an ISD organization could act on the basis of collective
emotive reasons. Being emotive or affectual, interpreting Kalberg [36], a cargo cult scenario
could be to embrace the “hype” and to “jump on the bandwagon” just because others seem to
do so. This decision is not founded on any rational analysis. It rather just “feels right”.
Usually, this does not lead to major practical changes, but rather tend to only affect the
mindset of those involved.
The second non-rational behavior, traditional social action, can also lead to malpractices;
keeping parts of old ways of working can manifest this. It is often hard to change behavior
and the saying "old habits are hard to kill" is well known for a reason. A typical cargo cult
example of a traditional social action is to unintentionally keep old organizational roles, keep
structures according to function, or keep project management processes intact even though
these things might be detrimental in the ambition to achieve a successful agile ISDM
implementation [49].
4.2.

A Definition of ISDM Cargo Cult

Proper understanding of the ISDM’s goals and values is fundamental for the ISDM to work
efficiently. As shown earlier, an ISDM is based on values and principles, and these are
important to understand in order to succeed with the method adoption. The ISDMs themselves
have several practices available in order to support the implementation of the values. From a
social action perspective, an ISD team could temporally exist in an ISD cargo cult. This is an
unconscious dysfunction and a result of their unsuccessful adoption process. The cargo cult
phenomenon stems from misconceptions concerning the underlying goals and values of the
chosen ISDM and misuse of the suggested activities, notations or concepts. The incorrect use
of an ISDM thus results in malpractices, which have their underlying reasons in the ISD
teams’ attempts to replicate others.
A cargo cult behavior could be seen as either non-rational or irrational. Also, the cargo
cult can be performed for its own sake, but, a cargo cult can just as well have a separable
outcome as motivation. According to Weber [53] affectual and value-based social action are
not governed by trying to achievement an ulterior motive, but rather for it’s own sake. This
type of social action can thus be regarded as intrinsic. Ryan and Deci have put forward the
Self-Determination Theory [45] where they elaborated on this concept. They described how
individuals motivate themselves and defined intrinsic motivation as “…doing an activity for
its inherent satisfaction rather than for some separable outcome”. On the other side,
individuals consequently find extrinsic motivation. This is a construct describing social
actions that are carried out in order to attain some separable outcome.
Based on our discussion above, we propose the following definition of ISDM cargo cult:
An information systems development method cargo cult is a temporally
delimited dysfunction that can have a non-rational or an irrational
foundation. It leads to misconceptions and malpractices and can be both
intrinsically or extrinsically motivated as an information systems
development team unconsciously fails in an attempt to replicate the
circumstances and success of others.
4.3.

A Framework of ISDM Cargo Cult Type Situations

In the section above, our conceptual elaboration yielded a definition that can be used to
identify different types of cargo cult situations. This definition can be used as a basis for
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developing an analytical framework to explore this phenomenon. The analytical framework is
shown in Fig. 1 and it is aimed to be a diagnostic tool to identify cargo cult situations in ISD.
In the proposed definition, we can identify two distinct dimensions that are used to further
clarify the nature of the ISDM cargo cult behavior. The vertical dimension addresses the
possible existence of rational thought in relation to the ISDM’s method rationale. Remember
that cargo cult behavior, in our definition, always refers to some kind of faulty ISDM
application with its origins in either a misunderstanding of the reasons behind the ISDM, or
no reasoning at all. Thus, being rational in these situations does not apply. Subsequently, the
vertical dimension is polarized as “Non-rational” and “Irrational”. Non-rational instances of
ISDM cargo cult arise because no rational considerations have been done. Irrational instances
occur when an ISD organization has tried to reason according to the method’s rationale but
failed with the ISDM adoption.
The horizontal dimension is the motivation behind why something is done. In line with
Self-determination Theory [45] we suggest “Intrinsic” and “Extrinsic” motivation as the
endpoints of this dimension. This serves to explain whether something is carried out for its
own sake or with a separable outcome in mind. According to Weber [53], affectual and valuebased social actions can be understood as intrinsic by nature. Conversely, extrinsic motivation
aligns with both traditional and means-end social actions as they both are performed to
achieve some kind of purpose. That said it should be noted that traditional social action is
regarded as non-rational since the ISD team does no longer reflect on the reasons for this
action. Systems developers just follow traditions because of habit, regardless the original
purposes of the traditions. Based on the above, we suggest two orthogonal dimensions as a
basic structure for our analytical framework in Fig. 1.

Fig. 1. A Framework of ISDM Cargo Cult Type Situations.

Following Kalberg’s [36] interpretation of Weber [53], we can identify four ISDM cargo
cult type situations. Continuing with our example of agile ISDMs and starting in the top left
corner of our analytical framework, we have a situation where no rationality is at play. The
cargo cult type situation is intrinsically motivated. We view this as an “Affectual cargo cult”
situation. This describes situations where an ISD organization would “jump on the
bandwagon” or simply follow the “hype” or current trend, often with a misconception of what
really needs to be done and how much effort it would take. This state probably only exists for
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a short period of time as affectual behavior often is short-lived and must evolve into
something else, otherwise, the idea would disappear.
In the lower left corner we find the “Value cargo cult” situation. In this situation an ISD
organization embraces the true meaning behind the values of the agile ISDMs. To embrace
the true meaning behind the agile values, the ISD organization would need to create a vision
based on their understanding of them. They are intrinsically motivated and ignorant of how
the values expressed in agile ISDMs really could shape their work. In this situation, they want
to be agile, but lack the necessary know-how. The considerations they make are not founded
in proper analysis of their actual potential for improvement in various ISD activities, but
rather in an intrinsic desire to become agile. Their ignorance of actual adopting agile
activities, concepts and notations, and which ones that could actually help them improve, lead
to problems in their adoption of the agile ISDM.
The right lower corner of Fig. 1 contains the “Means-end cargo cult” situation. In this
situation an ISD organization considers how to reach identified agile ISDM goals, such as
faster deliveries, less documentation, and better communication with customers. In their
adoption process they might try to understand how a proper operationalization of these goals
could change how they act and start performing tasks extrinsically aligned with the agile
ISDM. The cargo cult type situation, in this case, would be irrational with regards to Weber’s
[53] means-end rational social action. The irrationality stems from either malpractices, e.g.
wrongful interpretations of how something is supposed to be done, or imitation and
replication of practices, e.g. mimicking the behavior of other successful ISD organizations
with the intent to achieve the same outcomes. The ISD organization might believe they are
true to the agile goals, values and practices, but in reality, they make misconceptions and turn
them into malpractices.
The last cargo cult type situation, “Traditional cargo cult”, is found in the upper right
corner of our analytical framework. It represents an instance where an ISD organization has
adopted several agile practices in their ISD process, however not everything they are doing is
agile. Some old habits have unintentionally been kept and have not been replaced by new
parts from the chosen agile ISDM. As these kept method parts are based on tradition, no one
in the organization is questioning them, as they have proved useful before. The idea of
adopting an ISDM comes from the idea of improving what needs to be improved [4]. The
reasons for using activities, concepts and notations, in various ISDMs that have previously
not been understood as problematic, can be forgotten, just because they “worked fine” earlier.
One of these traditional practices – or parts of them – might actually impede efficient agile
ISD and result in a cargo cult behavior.

5.

Conclusion

The aim of this conceptual paper is twofold: a) to define the concept of information systems
development method cargo cult, and b) to suggest an analytical framework that could be used
to identify information systems development method cargo cult situations in an information
systems development organization. To this end we employed the original definition of cargo
cult by Worsley [56], Weber’s [54] typology for social action as interpreted by Kalberg [36],
and Self-Determination Theory [45].
The proposed definition of information systems development method (ISDM) cargo cults
was used for developing an analytical framework describing four different cargo cult type
situations, found in Fig. 1. The framework addresses how a cargo cult can be understood as
the result of irrational or non-rational considerations and whether a certain action is being
carried out for intrinsic or extrinsic reasons. The analytical framework transcends the original
cliché-type metaphor of cargo cults, as used in the consultancy industry, and provides
possibilities for further theoretical and empirical studies to identify and as a next step
understand and explain ISDM cargo cults in information systems development (ISD).
The proposed definition and our analytical framework define and conclude that by
adopting an ISDM, an ISD team could risk ending up in a cargo cult situation, which we view
as a temporal dysfunction resulting in misconceptions or malpractices. This occurs if the ISD
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team is intrinsically or extrinsically motivated and has a non-rational or an irrational behavior;
the team will, by consequence, most likely not meet the intended goals and values that the
ISDM aims to fulfill.
Previous research has addressed ISDM claimed use and adoption, and some of these
studies have addressed difficulties is such adoptions. However, they have not addressed these
difficulties from a cargo cult perspective. For example, deviations from the original ISDMs
have been categorized as different Anti-patterns [18]. Still, Gregory et al. [24] identified a
need for more research on failure in agile adoption. We provide a response to this call and an
alternative view to problematize flawed ISDM adoptions. The analytical framework presented
in this paper, is a tool for researchers to study pitfalls in ISDM adoption. The concept of
ISDM cargo cults contributes with group-focus to ISDM-analysis, as cults can only exist on a
group level. This can be compared with analysis using method-in-action [22] that seems to
focus on the individual developers’ use of ISDMs. We contribute to research on method
rationale [58] by focusing on irrational and non-rational use of ISDMs, an aspect that have
been addressed to a limited extent. Previous studies [e.g. 38, 39] have focused on a rational
use of ISDMs, with the purpose of achieving rationality resonance. At the same time, cargo
cult analysis can assist in explaining observations in existing research [13] about blind
adherence to ISDMs or parts of them.
This paper is, to the best of our knowledge, the first attempt to frame the original socio
anthropological concept of cargo cults in the field of ISD. The obvious limitation of the
analytical framework is the lack of empirical validation. Henceforth, the framework and its
underlying definition need to be studied further, both conceptually and empirically, in order to
turn them into useful tools for researchers and practitioners. Having said that, it opens
avenues for future research. As the next step, we suggest empirical studies to validate the
ISDM cargo cult definition and evaluating the analytical framework, as a whole or in parts,
when trying to identify, understand and explain flawed ISDM adoptions as cargo cults. As a
second step, if the analytical framework is found useful, future empirical work can include
finding possible solutions on how to overcome different cargo cult situations.
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